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On his first trip to Latin America, US President Bill Clinton appealed for increased market openings,
although he arrived without the congressional approval for fast-track negotiating authority.
Clinton's trip to Venezuela, Brazil, and Argentina brought no major diplomatic initiatives other
than the controversial designation of Argentina as a Major Non-NATO Ally (MNNA), and his oftrepeated commitment to expanding trade was frequently challenged. Clinton also had to contend
with resentment among many Latin Americans that he had waited until well into his second term to
come to the region, giving a strong impression that the visit was a low priority.
At the 1994 Summit of the Americas in Miami, the 34 participating countries pledged to support the
US's call for creating a hemispheric Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA) by 2005, and the US
assured Chile that it would be included in the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) by
the end of 1995 (see NotiSur, 05/23/97 and 08/29/97). But in the three years since Miami, little real
advancement has been made. Progress on the FTAA faces strong opposition both in the US and in
Latin America. And, Chile has grown impatient at the lack of progress on NAFTA incorporation,
concentrating instead on the Southern Cone Common Market (MERCOSUR) where it has become
an associate member and in drafting other multi- and bilateral agreements. Clinton still appears
strongly committed to launching the FTAA at the next summit in Santiago in April 1998, and the
administration hopes this trip will give his request for fast track a needed boost in Congress (see
NotiSur, 05/02/97 and 08/01/97).
Administration officials say Latin America provides vast opportunities for US companies. They
say US exports to the region are growing twice as fast as to any other part of the world, and by the
year 2010 they will be greater than to the European Union and Japan combined. Nevertheless, US
ambivalence about more NAFTA-type trade agreements is evident in the current fast-track debate
in Congress. Although the measure passed a key House Ways and Means Committee vote in early
October, lack of support among congressional Democrats gives it an uncertain future. Venezuela's
oil makes it an important partner for US Arriving in Venezuela on Oct. 12, Clinton said that the
Americas are "united by shared values from Alaska to Patagonia, a place the rest of the world can
look to and say, 'This is where the future lives.' We tear down trade barriers and create good jobs for
all our people in the Americas, north and south."
Clinton acknowledged, however, that free trade has not solved the problems of poverty and
injustice. "We must also recognize that no democracy, including the US, has yet found the perfect
formula for embracing the global economy while preserving and extending the social contract for
all our people," he said. "That is why we must work harder together to alleviate poverty, lift the
conditions of working people...and give everyone a chance to be a winner in the new economy." In
a visit lasting less than 24 hours, Clinton and Venezuelan President Rafael Caldera signed a host
of cooperative agreements centering on the oil industry, the environment, and the fight against
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drug trafficking. But local business groups and analysts honed in on the missing agreements on
investment protection and double taxation, saying Caldera's administration failed to build on the
country's strategic role as the US's most important and reliable energy source. With the world's
largest proven oil reserves outside the Middle East, Venezuela has become the US's biggest oil
supplier. In addition, state-owned Petroleos de Venezuela's 14,500 Citgo gasoline stations in the US
put Venezuela in seventh place among foreign investors in the US.
The trade between the two countries flows largely in Venezuela's favor. Last year Venezuela's
exports to the US of about US$13 billion were four times the value of US goods imported. The US
thirst for oil and its impact on Venezuela's fragile environment were brought home to Clinton just
before his trip. Orinoco Oilwatch, a Venezuelan environmental group, sent the US president an
open letter urging global curbs on "the suicidal addiction to the hyperconsumption of oil." The
group said major US oil companies, including Conoco, Texaco, Exxon, and Mobil, have taken over
large tracts of land in Venezuela, damaging the Orinoco river delta and threatening the Warao
Indians who live there.

Clinton finds Brazil a hard sell for the FTAA
Brazil, the largest member of MERCOSUR and the world's eighth largest economy, is a strong US
trading partner. The US is the largest single investor in Brazil, with direct investments valued at
more than US$26 billion and increasing as Brazil continues its privatization program. And, there
is increasing US interest in Brazil's booming stock market. A major concern for Brazil's President
Fernando Henrique Cardoso is that more open Latin American markets will quickly increase the
appetite for US goods, resulting in the country buying more from the US and selling less.
Brazil's one-time trade surplus with the US has already turned into a deficit that reached US$3.9
billion last year. Cardoso is convinced that Brazil's problems will not be well-served by moving
too quickly to implement a hemispheric free trade zone. He supports the FTAA, but wants a
slow transition that will protect Brazil's industry and not mean job losses that will increase the
country's serious social problems. Cardoso also wants to strengthen MERCOSUR before any FTAA
negotiations, thus giving Brazil a dominant position in South American markets before openly
competing with US goods in neighboring countries. "We want integration, but integration can't be
defined by the interests of one country," Cardoso said on a recent visit to Chile. "It has to be defined
by the shared interests of all countries involved. If we don't approach integration as equals, this
process is going to upset people, and it won't have the support to move forward."
In his remarks in Brazil, Clinton tried to counteract the belief among some Latin Americans that
the US is encouraging divisiveness among the MERCOSUR partners. "I support MERCOSUR,"
said Clinton. "I think it is a good thing for Brazil, for all the member nations, a good thing for
stability and for growth in the region, and a good thing for the US." With or without fast track,
trade between the two countries will continue to expand into the next century. But analysts say that
unless Brazil and the US find common ground, there won't be an FTAA. "If they do not march in
step, the prospect for a great hemispheric market vanishes," said Isaac Cohen, of the UN Economic
Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC). "Without Brazil and the US, there is no
party."
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Before Clinton left Brazil, the two countries signed a range of modest agreements, including a
partnership to improve educational cooperation by using modern technology like the Internet; a US
Agency for International Development (USAID) agreement to support family health care services in
the states of Bahia and Ceara; an agreement to help protect the Pantanal region, the world's largest
remaining tropical wetlands; and an agreement to cooperate on the peaceful use of nuclear energy
and space exploration.

Upcoming elections impinge on Clinton's visit to Argentina
Clinton was unable to escape pre-election tension on his visit to Argentina, where President Carlos
Saul Menem's Partido Justicialista-peronista (PJ) is likely to lose its congressional majority in
elections on Oct. 26. Former president Raul Alfonsin (1983-1989), a member of the united opposition
Alianza por el Trabajo, la Justicia y la Education which includes the Union Civica Radical (UCR)
and the Frente para un Pais Solidario (FREPASO) asked the US to postpone the visit until after
the elections to prevent it from being used as political ammunition by Menem and the PJ. When
Washington refused, the Alianza decided to meet with Clinton and express its differences with the
government.
One difference is that the Alianza favors stronger relations with neighboring Brazil and less
emphasis on US ties. "What is needed is a totally independent foreign policy," said Antonio Villalba,
a FREPASO legislator. "This new partnership with the US isn't necessary and could complicate
relations with third countries." The "new partnership" is a sensitive regional issue. South American
countries watched uneasily as Clinton formally announced his decision to award Argentina the
special Major Non-Nato Ally status (see NotiSur, 08/29/97). Argentina, which has taken part in more
than 12 UN peacekeeping missions over the past decade, is the first nation to win MNNA status
since the end of the Cold War. This has irritated Argentina's neighbors, especially Chile and Brazil.
While in Argentina, Clinton also defended his decision to allow the sale of US fighter jets to Chile,
saying neither move would upset the military balance among Latin America nations. "We want
Argentina to be working with Chile, to be working with Brazil," Clinton said. "It would be the height
of stupidity for these countries to go to war with each other." Clinton said in approving the sale of
warplanes, he took the stable democratic government in Chile into account, asking himself, "Is there
some reason I should continue to discriminate against Chile and treat it differently than I would
France or Germany? And the answer was no."
As he did in Brazil, Clinton assured the Argentines that the US both supports MERCOSUR and
intends to move forward with the FTAA. "I think we'd be making a terrible mistake to delay,"
Clinton. "The economy down here is on a fast track. They're not waiting for us to do this." However,
as in Brazil, Clinton heard complaints that the US must practice what it preaches on free trade,
and Menem administration officials pointed out the contradiction between the US president's
anti-protectionist admonitions to Latin America and the trade barriers that continue to protect US
industries. They told Clinton that an FTAA accord would never happen if Washington does not
scrap farm subsidies and other protections.
Argentine Foreign Minister Guido Di Tella said Argentina would only negotiate the FTAA in
a united bloc with Brazil and the other MERCOSUR partners. [Sources: Buenos Aires Herald
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(Argentina), 10/06/97; Spanish news service EFE, 10/11/97; ABC News, 10/10/97, 10/12/97; Clarin
(Argentina), 10/09/97, 10/13/97; El Nacional (Venezuela), 10/13/97; Inter Press Service, 10/13/97,
10/14/97; Agence France-Presse, The Christian Science Monitor, 10/14/97; El Nuevo Herald, 10/13/97,
10/15/97; Reuter, 10/07/97, 10/09/97, 10/12/97, 10/13/97, 10/15/97, 10/16/97; The Miami Herald,
10/13/97, 10/15/97, 10/16/97; Associated Press, 10/12/97, 10/13/97, 10/15/97, 10/17/97]
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